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Population and Recruitment Sample
Juvenile Justice Education for At-Risk High School Students: A Pilot Program 
Karen Miner-Romanoff, Ph.D., J.D.
Franklin University
The Educational Program
Most high school youth today are neither aware of nor understand the 
juvenile justice system and corresponding laws, including penalties and 
sentencing for criminal infractions (Miner-Romanoff, 2012; Redding & Fuller, 
2004). Yearly, over 200,000 youths are tried as adults. These trials result in 
harsh sentences for legal violations, often exacerbating the youths’ 
propensities to continued criminal behavior (Fagan, Kupchik, & Liberman, 
2007; Steiner & Wright, 2006). The punitive sentences are intended to deter 
further juvenile crime and increase public safety, with an annual cost of over 
$106 billion (Allard & Young, 2002; Bauer & Owens, 2004; Lanza-Kaduce, 
Frazier, Lane, & Bishop, 2002; Mole & White, 2005). 
Between 1992 and 1999, 49 states expanded the types of crimes that 
mandated juvenile offenders’ trials and sentences in adult criminal courts 
(Sickmund, 2003). Since 1990, the percentage of youths housed in adult 
correctional facilities increased 208% (Hartney, 2006). The latest statistics, as 
of 2010, indicate that 70,792 youth are held in incarceration facilities on a 
given day (U.S. Department of Justice Office of Juvenile Justice and 
Delinquency Prevention, 2013).  
These changes are indicative of a nationwide shift in corrections 
philosophy concerning youthful criminal offenders. This shift has increasingly 
focused on longer length and certainty of punitive sanctions and 
incarceration (Fagan et al., 2007; Feld, 2004). Laws in many states allow 
judges to transfer youth who would normally be classified as juveniles to the 
adult criminal court. The transfer takes place either because of the 
seriousness of the crime, the juvenile’s previous offense record, or other 
statutorily defined circumstances. The terms “transfer,” “waiver,” and 
“bindover” are used interchangeably in the literature and in this paper 
(Rosch, 2007; Steiner & Wright, 2006). 
However, research has shown that juvenile transfer to adult courts and 
harsh sentences do not deter adolescent criminality. Most studies reveal little 
to no significant relationship between juvenile bindover and their decreased 
criminal activity (Pagnanelli, 2007; Steiner & Wright, 2006). On the contrary, 
some studies indicate that youth waived to adult court over are significantly 
more likely to recidivate, even first offenders with no prior delinquency 
record (Fagan et al., 2007; Lanza-Kaduce et al., 2002; Snyder & Sickmund, 
2006). Youth who are transferred to adult prisons are more likely than their 
juvenile counterparts, who remain in the juvenile system, to receive long 
sentences and to become “educated” to criminal mores, resulting in unequal 
justice for this vulnerable population (Ashkar & Kenny, 2008). Moreover, the 
population of youth bound over to adult courts is disproportionately poor 
and of minority status (Bishop, 2010; Graham & Lowery, 2004; Mandracchia, 
Shaw, & Morgan, 2013). 
The very few studies on juveniles and criminal law have found that 
juveniles rarely knew they could be tried as adults. If they had known, they 
might not have committed the offense (Redding & Fuller, 2004). Thus, a great 
need exists to educate adolescents who could be inclined to criminal 
behavior. 
This descriptive quantitative study reports on a pilot program for educating 
urban, minority, low-income public high school students with possible 
tendencies to criminal behavior through a non-confrontational and positive 
educational program.  The purpose of this study was to test the effects of 
delivery of this program in three high schools with high minority populations. 
Specifically, two null hypotheses were posited. The first was that program 
delivery to the intervention group students would not significantly increase 
their knowledge and understanding of the juvenile justice system. The second 
was that program delivery to the intervention group students would not 
produce significant increases in their perceptions of fairness of the U.S. 
juvenile justice system. 
Research suggests that greater knowledge is an important variable in 
tendency to offend. If youth are socialized to understand the justice system, 
they are more inclined to believe in its principles and judiciousness. This 
greater perspective in turn leads to youth’s greater adherence to legal norms 
and noncriminal behavior (Bouffard & Piquero, 2010; Fagan & Piquero, 2007). 
Introduction
The pilot program took place in a large school district in central Ohio. 
This district serves approximately 54,000 students in 132 schools from 
prekindergarten through grade 12, including 22 high schools. The 
most recent high school dropout rate was 7%, compared to 4.4% 
nationally. A total of 16% of the students have individualized 
education programs, indicating special needs (Columbus City School 
District, 2012). Moreover, the district is high in minority students and 
those from low socioeconomic backgrounds, with 58.8% African 
American, 27% Caucasian, 6.7% Hispanic, and 81.9% qualifying for free 
and reduced meals (Columbus City School District, 2012). 
As a longtime professional in criminal justice specializing in juvenile 
justice, the author created the educational pilot program and 
instruments based upon scholarly research (Farnworth et al., 1998; 
Hurst & Nation, 2009; Johnson, 2008; Silvia, 2003) and delinquency 
theories, such as deterrence theory (Webster & Doob, 2012) and 
rational choice (Fagan & Piquero, 2007), in addition to national and 
state data. Drawing on her experiences as a professor and pro bono 
juvenile public defender, she also incorporated case studies, flow 
charts, and tables where appropriate. In addition, she drew on her 
extensive teaching experience with students similar to the high school 
students who participated in this program.
The program was reviewed and evaluated by criminal justice 
experts prior to implementation, including the CEO of Big Brothers Big 
Sisters of Central Ohio, experienced juvenile court judges, the director 
of the Ohio Criminal Sentencing Commission, the juvenile public 
defender for the state of Ohio, the superintendent of the Ohio 
Department of Youth Services, and professors of criminal justice at 
leading universities. After these reviews and subsequent revisions, the 
curriculum was presented to and approved by the Columbus City 
Schools Review Committees before delivery. 
The program was delivered over 8 weeks in the personal law and 
government classes of the intervention group in each of the three 
selected high schools. Each segment of the program took 
approximately 50 minutes. The control group did not receive the 
program. 
The program was a three-part curriculum focusing on juvenile 
justice and law, foundations of public policy, current public policy 
regarding juvenile crime control, and sentencing strategies in both 
Ohio and nationally. The author delivered the program lectures, 
readings, and handouts, and presented an interactive series of 
theoretical and hypothetical scenarios. Students participated and 
gained practice in rational thinking to weigh the positive and negative 
consequences of their hypothetical behavior in different situations. 
Based on this curriculum, an instrument was developed to measure 
students’ knowledge, understanding, perceptions, and attitudes about 
the juvenile justice system, its purposes, and punishments, as well as 
the youths’ rational choice capabilities. Topics included the juvenile 
justice system, public policy, definitions of juvenile crimes, the 
concepts of deterrence and rational choice, sentencing, corrections, 
juvenile crime trends, and risk factors. From the curriculum, six 
subdomains of knowledge and perceptions were tested: (a) existence 
of a separate juvenile justice system, (b) why a separate juvenile 
system exists, (c) juvenile penalties, (d) juvenile transfer to adult court, 
(e) basis of laws and criminal sentences, and (f) fairness of juvenile 
justice system. 
As part of the program, parents and guardians were given 
introductory handouts and access to the pilot website developed by 
the author. The website included the students’ program curriculum 
and was provided to give students, parents, and guardians access to 
the lectures and educational materials, as well as links to social 
services, mentoring, legal and education organizations, and the 
author’s contact information. An additional purpose of the pilot was 
to further educate teachers, parents, guardians, and community 
members and help them support students in positive decisions 
regarding criminal deterrence. Referral resources, such as guidance 
centers, group therapy, tutoring, and mentoring programs, were made 
available as well. 
Method
Prior to delivery of the program, the three intervention group teachers 
administered the pretests to their students and at the last class meeting delivered 
the posttests. The three control group teachers administered the pretests and 
posttests to their students in the same week as the intervention teachers but their 
students did not receive the educational program. Immediately after the teachers 
in both groups administered the pretests and posttests, the author returned to 
the high schools and collected all sets of instruments. With a research assistant, 
the data were analyzed using descriptive statistical techniques, specifically 
frequencies and percentages, and inferential statistical techniques, specifically chi-
square tests, for possible significant differences in both groups between the 
pretests and posttests. 
Results
Percentages of increase. The results of this pilot program study demonstrated that 
after an 8-week educational program, urban, minority, low-income high school 
students increased their knowledge and understanding of the juvenile justice 
system between 14.2% to 35.7% in all relevant areas. The control group of similarly 
matched students also increased their knowledge and understanding, but in lower 
percentages, from -7.2% (indicating less knowledge and understanding from the 
beginning to end of the 8 weeks) to 21.4% 
Hypotheses testing. Chi-square tests indicated that the intervention group 
significantly increased knowledge and understanding of two aspects of the juvenile 
justice system and perceptions of fairness in the juvenile justice system. These 
results indicated that Null Hypothesis 1 was partially rejected and Null Hypothesis 2 
was rejected. Although the control group also increased knowledge and 
understanding, larger and significant percentages of the intervention group 
students increased their knowledge and understanding.  
The question may be raised as to why the intervention group did not show 
significant increases in knowledge and understanding of the other three 
subdomains: Existence of a separate juvenile justice system, Juvenile transfer to 
adult court, and Basis of laws and criminal sentences. One explanation may be that 
these subdomains can be said to be policy-based ideals and theories, to which at-
risk youth are rarely exposed. They may not have reason to seek out information on 
these subdomains. The two subdomains that showed significant improvement, Why 
a separate juvenile justice system exists and Juvenile penalties, are likely a part of 
many youths’ experiences, as shown in the intervention group’s responses to 
knowledge of incarcerated others. Although increased knowledge and 
understanding cannot be assumed to cause an increase in perceptions of fairness, 
the significant increase in perceptions of fairness is nevertheless important for 
future exploration. Findings of previous studies on youths’ perceptions of fairness 
of the judicial system were related to the youths’ ethnicity and personal 
experiences with the system but findings of college students on knowledge of the 
system and attitudes toward punishment were contradictory. 
It is interesting that in the present study the control group, without program 
delivery, increased knowledge and understanding as well. For the five subdomains, 
Existence of a separate juvenile justice system, Why a separate juvenile justice 
system exists, Juvenile penalties, Juvenile transfer to adult court, and Basis of laws 
and criminal sentences, for the intervention group, the control group’s increase in 
knowledge and understanding was not statistically significant. However, for the 
sixth subdomain, Fairness of the juvenile justice system, the improvement was 
statistically significant. This outcome is certainly puzzling and may be the result of 
several factors. Both the control and intervention groups attended the same 
schools in the same grades. Teachers were not cautioned to maintain silence about 
the curriculum, and all materials were posted on a website for parental and 
community access. Thus, students in the control group may have accessed the 
website in an effort to determine the content of the curriculum.
It is also possible that intervention teachers also taught control group students 
and may have discussed the curriculum with them. At least one teacher, who knew 
of the study and was not in either the intervention or control group, explained that 
she was teaching the materials to her other students because she believed they 
were so important. On several occasions, teachers who were not involved in the 
pilot voiced positive comments regarding the program delivery. They likely knew of 
the pilot program because of the participating teachers’ enthusiasm about the 
educational curriculum, students’ curiosity about the intervention groups’ 
experiences, and students sharing knowledge among themselves. 
Such comments by teachers and students could have affected both teachers and 
students in the schools who were not participants in the program or were in the 
control group. “Talk” throughout the school could have added to nonparticipating 
teachers and students awareness of the study and materials. For all these reasons, 
it is possible that the curriculum and auxiliary information were shared with the 
control and intervention groups, explaining some of the corresponding changes in 
knowledge, understanding, and perceptions of fairness.  
Conclusion
Conclusion: Adolescent Behavior and U.S. Criminal Justice Priorities
The overall goal of this pilot program was the education in U. S. juvenile 
justice laws and policies of vulnerable and at-risk youth. Policy makers 
continue to rely on general deterrence and sanctions as a primary basis of 
sentencing, including those for juveniles. Decrease of the present legal 
overreliance on juvenile waiver and incarceration to stem adolescent 
criminal behavior necessitates a complex and multicomponent approach 
that must include public education.
This project aimed to help youth understand the consequences of 
criminal behavior and, as a later and long-term goal, to reduce mass 
incarceration of youth through a unique non-confrontational educational 
program. The program sought to empower youth at risk of criminal 
behavior through knowledge and understanding of the current juvenile 
justice system, its purposes, and programs so that they can employ 
rational risk assessment to contemplated criminal behavior and make 
prosocial decisions. As Dolan (2012) observed of juvenile crime, 
“Employing education as a tool to prevent, intervene, and socialize actual 
and potential offenders would be one small step toward repairing the 
juvenile justice system” (p. 125).
Similar educational programs to this pilot program need to be 
developed and implemented by responsible scholars and juvenile 
advocates to help educate at-risk adolescents to the consequences of 
their criminal behavior and reduce the current large numbers of youth 
jailed. This project aligns with the U.S. criminal justice priorities in 
measurably addressing one of the nation’s most profound problems: 
harsh sanctions of adolescents that disproportionately impact minority 
and poor communities and in most cases do not deter but exacerbate 
adolescent criminal behavior (Ashkar & Kenny, 2008; Fagan et al., 2007; 
Steiner & Wright, 2006). 
Although the present study has several limitations, it is a first step 
toward further exploration and education for youth about the juvenile 
justice system, greater positive legal socialization, and adherence to legal 
norms. Moreover, because general deterrence (abstinence from criminal 
behavior) is associated with a greater understanding of the legal system 
(Bartsch & Cheurprakobkit, 2002), education of youth during the 
adolescent formative years is of paramount importance (Fagan et al., 
2007; Woolard et al., 2008). 
It is not only society’s responsibility but a crucial mandate to fulfill its 
obligation to educate youth about the juvenile justice system and provide 
them the means to use knowledge and understanding (Robinson, 2004). 
Prevention of crime, then, can be more effective through education at the 
source—the youth themselves, who, as research has illustrated, are in 
great need of knowledge about juvenile sentencing and the current laws 
(Miner-Romanoff, 2012; Redding, 2005, 2008). Such innovative outreach 
programs as the present one can provide youth with the knowledge, 
guidance, and means to weigh positive and negative consequences of 
their behavior and to make decisions that serve them positively. These 
tools will empower them toward constructive choices and healthy social 
perspectives as they develop into adults and become productive citizens. 
Recommendation for Further Research
This study, then, can be a catalyst and springboard for further research in several 
ways. The pilot program study should be replicated in additional urban high schools 
in different geographical areas with larger, matched, and more stable student 
samples of intervention and control groups. With reference to the Hurst and Nation 
(2009) study, the program and outcome studies should be replicated with rural high 
schools as well and with more racially diverse students, especially with regard to 
fairness of the juvenile justice system. Students’ direct or vicarious criminal 
experience or contact with police and other officials could be further investigated 
to assess the influence of such experiences on their views of fairness. The issue of 
erratic student attendance could be addressed by regression analysis and 
controlling for attendance. This program and the quantitative instrument can 
become models for implementation of the educational program in schools in other 
states to increase adolescents’ knowledge and understanding of the important 
subject of juvenile justice laws. The inclusion of parents and guardians can also 
become a model for programs in other states. Finally, the website developed in 
conjunction with the program can provide a guide and model to other schools and 
school districts for implementation of the program and an ongoing resource to 
students, parents, guardians, and teachers. 
